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Abstract

In Praise of Shadows is a body of work that explores and pushes the boundaries and
meanings of photographic materials, apparatus, and perception. This project started with the
desire to challenge the traditional view of photography as a purely representational medium
and reveal its hidden processes. Photographs have always been something to look through;
what is shown in the image area matters. In Praise of Shadows utilizes basic photographic
elements, camera, paper, and photo-sensitive materials as subjects to challenge the perception
of photography as simply something to look through. Each work in In Praise of Shadows
exhibits varying characteristics that reveal the dimensionality of photography, turning
photographic prints into sculptural form, emphasizing the act of taking photographs, and
revealing time both in viewing the photograph and making it. In Praise of Shadow opens a
dialogue about photography itself and asks the viewers to see photography differently.
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In Praise of Shadows

In Praise of Shadows is a body of work that explores and pushes the boundaries and
meanings of photographic materials, apparatus and perception. In this body of work, I
continuously ask questions about how pictures get made and how people see photographs.
Camera, paper and light-sensitive materials seem to have their own life. For me, in the
practice that I have developed over the past two years, photography has more potential
beneath its two-dimensional surface; it is capable of much more than representing a particular
moment.
Photography has been considered a representational medium since it was invented.
One of the earliest inventors of photography, William Henry Fox Talbot, called photography
the “pencil of nature.”1 However, photography has never fully been able to represent the
world. Around 1826, French inventor Nicéphore Niépce captured one of the earliest
photographs in the world.2 It was the view outside his studio. The whole picture took about
eight hours to be ‘fixed’ on the light-sensitive plate. The resulting image was a blurry and
hazy monochrome abstract pattern on a metal plate. By enhancing the contrast of the image,
we can make out just a few buildings and a yard. The super long exposure gives the photo an
unnatural sense of distortion. The building in the image has a shadow on both of its sides,
showing the movement of the sun over an eight-hour exposure (with modern photographic
materials, this exposure could have been under 1/125 second). The whole process for Niépce
was a pure experiment in which he wanted to see what the medium could do. The gap
between the photograph and reality highlights the limitations of the medium. As Geoffrey
Batchen stated in his article Photography: An Art of the Real, “the first photographs were
1

H. F. Talbot, “Some Account of the Art of Photogenic Drawing, or the Process by Which Natural
Objects May Be Made to Delineate Themselves without the Aid of the Artist’s Pencil.,” Proceedings of the
Royal Society of London 4, no. 0 (January 1, 1837): 120–21, https://doi.org/10.1098/rspl.1837.0051.
2

“The Niépce Heliograph,” accessed October 20, 2019, https://www.hrc.utexas.edu/niepce-heliograph/.
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exemplars of a previously unknown process, as well as pictures of something taken by that
process.”3 Niépce’s experiment is something that inspires me to explore the
nonrepresentational aspect of photography.
Technically, photography is understood as the capturing of a fragment of time.
Photography was a slow medium when it was first invented. The photosensitive emulsion
used at that time reacted slowly with the light, so each photograph required a long exposure.
However, during the past 180 years, technology has changed photography into a fast medium.
There are some common assumptions about time and photography: the photograph is a frozen
split second, the photograph presents a decisive moment, and the photograph records a
duration of time.4
With In Praise of Shadows, I emphasize the existence of time in photography. In the
first image of my triptych, titled Paper Mountain, I photographed a perfect ream of white
paper. In the second image, I opened the shutter and re-stacked the ream sheet-by-sheet. The
resulting negative is almost totally burned out by the long exposure; when stacking the paper,
time itself is stacked onto the film. The third image is a photograph of the reconstructed stack
of paper, evidence of the performative act of stacking and photographing.

FIG 1; Paper Mountain, 3x20x24, Archival Inkjet Prints

3

Geoffrey Batchen, ed., “‘Photography’ an Art of the Real,” in What Is a Photograph? (Munich ;
London ; New York : New York: DelMonico Books-Prestel ; International Center of Photography, 2013).
4

Hilde van Gelder and Helen Westgeest, Photography Theory in Historical Perspective: Case Studies
from Contemporary Art (Chichester, West Sussex ; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011).
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Hiroshi Sugimoto’s ‘Theater’ series is a body of work that confronts the issue of time
in photography. During this project, he visited different theaters and set up his camera before
the movie began in order to expose the film for its entire duration. The final result was a
white movie screen and an illuminated movie theater. Sugimoto used time to challenge the
viewers’ perception. The accumulation of the movie light burned the negatives into total
darkness, so the result of the screen was pure white. The structure of the theater was
illuminated because during the screening of the movie, light traveled and bounced in the
theater to make it visible.
The accumulation of the light on the screen and the lambently illuminated walls of the
theaters are evidence of time in Sugimoto’s photograph. For Sugimoto, time is both nonexistent and circular.5 Sugimoto’s concept also moves beyond what Roland Barthes has
stated as “this has been’’ and “this will be.”6 In the second part of Barthes’ Camera Lucida,
Barthes argues that it is photography’s ability to freeze a fragment of time in history (that has
been) that makes a photograph evoke an uncomfortable feeling generated out of an awareness
of the separation of the past and the future.7 However, Sugimoto’s photographs are temporal
mysteries that make it difficult to discern how and when its exposure begins and ends.
Rudolph Arnheim, speaking about the perception of time, claims that we experience time
especially when we do nothing and nothing is happening.8 This is also something that I have
considered in the work Paper Mountain. The abstract appearance of the piece requires the

5

John Yau, “Time Halted: The Photographs of Hiroshi Sugimoto,” The American Poetry Review 33,
no. 5 (2004): 11–16.
6

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Pbk. ed (New York: Hill and Wang,

2010).
7
8

Barthes.

Rudolf Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception: A Psychology of the Creative Eye ; the New Version,
Expanded and rev. ed., with some new ill., [Nachdr.], 50th anniversary printing (Berkeley, Calif.: University of
California Press, 2009).
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action of contemplation as well as the wonder and experience of time, both in the photograph
and in the reception of the work itself.
Photosensitive material is something that plays an important part in this body of work.
When people are talking about the equipment of photography, their attention is usually
focused on the camera and the lens. However, the most important part of the photographic
process is not the camera, but the photosensitive layer.9 The ultimate goal of the photographic
process is to leave a permanent impression on that layer, whether it is the film, photo paper or
a digital sensor. The impression can be literal, abstract or both. Thinking about impressions
can be a good start to talk about the relationship between the photosensitive material and my
work. In the work 18% grey, 18 mils, I used the basic photogram process to create 18% grey
with a piece of 18 mils thick photo paper on a traditional light-sensitive paper. For me, this
work engages a dialogue between modern and traditional photographic technology. When the
inkjet printer became widely available, paper factories produced all kinds of paper not
available in the past. A modern inkjet paper’s thickness can have a variable range. I choose
inkjet paper that is exactly 18 mils thick to resonate with the 18% standard grey in
photography. I deliberately tore the long side of the photo paper to create what could be read
as an abstracted zig-zag shape. This particular shape, on the one hand, adds a layer of
abstraction and gesture into the work. On the other hand, it indicates that the photogram was
created by a piece of paper. Upon close inspection, tiny paper fibers on the edge of the zigzag shape are visible.

9

László Moholy-Nagy, “Fotografie Ist Lichtgestaltung,” Bauhaus 2, 1928, pp 2-8.
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FIG 2; 18 Mil, 18% grey, Image size 8x10, 18x18 framed, Silver Gelatin print

In the works Curve and Reverse, I followed a traditional silver gelatin process on
black and white fiber-based paper. The silver gelatin process was introduced in the late 1800s,
and since then it has been the primary way to create black and white prints. Silver gelatin
paper consists of three layers—paper, baryta, and gelatin—upon which an image is
produced.10 The surface of silver gelatin paper can be coated with different materials, causing
a matte to a glossy finish. The final image sits on the smooth baryta layer instead of being
embedded in the paper fiber, as with the previous salt paper process in use from 1840-1860.
Baryta is a whitening material which can make the paper whiter. Both of these properties
allow the silver gelatin printing process to depict the world in precise, sharp and pure black
and white. In Day Books, Edward Weston wrote, “Glossy silver gelatin prints retain most of
the original negative quality. Every defect is exposed, all weakness equally with strength.”11
The process shows every detail of the artist’s hand, and reflects the mastery of the artist’s
craft.

10

Dusan Stulik, Art Kaplan, and Getty Conservation Institute, The Atlas of Analytical Signatures of
Photographic Processes., 2013, http://hdl.handle.net/10020/gci_pubs/atlas_analytical_albumen.
11

Edward Weston, Nancy Newhall, and Edward Weston, Mexico, The Daybooks of Edward Weston,
ed. by Nancy Newhall; Vol. 1 (New York, NY: Aperture Books, 1973).
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FIG 3; Curve, 4x5, framed 11x14, Direct-positive Silver Gelatin Print

FIG 4; Reverse, 16x20, Silver Gelatin print

Making photography into an object or sculptural form is another attempt to push the
boundaries with this work. John Szarkowski argued that photography could be seen either as
a mirror, which he described as being a “romantic expression of the photographer’s
sensibilities,” or windows “through which the exterior world is explored in all its presence
and reality.”12 Photography has always been something to look through; what is shown in the

12

John Szarkowski, ed., Mirrors and Windows: American Photography since 1960, 3. print (New
York: Museum of Modern Art, 1980).
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image area matters. However, some other artists have different ideas about the mirror and
window theory. Marco Breuer creates work with an unlikely set of tools, such as a shotgun,
fire, or the needle of a record player to engage with the photosensitive paper.13 For him,
photo papers are not only capable of reacting with light or ink, i.e. displaying images, they
are also sensitive to other forces like abrasion, heat or pressure.14 After the process he called
“surface violation,” he showed the raw substrate of photography to create a conversation
about the limitation of photography as a surface. I am more interested in making works that
evoke the three-dimensionality of photography. Each work in the Curve and Reverse series
has a unique contour that is a result of the drying process of the paper; the emulsion side of
the paper shrinks more than the paper fiber side, so the tension of the emulsion stretches the
paper and makes it curve. Usually, photographers will flatten the paper to make it easier to
frame and exhibit. However, in this work, I fully embraced the natural curve of the paper and
left it as it was when the paper dried.

FIG 5; Detail shot of Curve
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Marco Breuer et al., Col[Black Dot]Or, 2015.

“Marco Breuer: Pushing the Boundaries of Photography - YouTube,” accessed October 19, 2019,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3hQ_3yuk_Cc&t=99s.
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Letha Wilson’s work makes photography look sculptural and makes sculpture look
photographic. Wilson’s works usually begin with shooting snapshots of landscapes. After
processing her vernacular landscape photographs, Wilson prints them and combines them
with wood, paint or stone. In these experiments, she uses wood to penetrate photographs,
tears photographs up and mixes them into concrete, mounts photographs onto bent metal, or
creates sculptural-like photographs by folding and bending them into complex forms. For her,
the sculptural intervention attempts to compensate for the photograph’s failure to encompass
the physical site it represents.15 However, for me, a single print also fails to encompass its
own physical materiality. Making the decision to let the paper dry on its own without flatting
it reveals both a hidden physicality and beauty of photographic materials processes.
Philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer described color as a specially modified activity of
the retina. He further explained that the sensation of white comes about when the retina
responds with full action, whereas black results from the absence of action.16 When it is
bright outside, the eyes will close the iris and let less light project onto the retina(full action)
and when the surrounding is dark, the eyes will keep the iris open and let more light
in(absence of action). Another way to understand this idea is within the color spectrum: black
or white are not technically real colors because they are used to describe brightness and
darkness. In other words, black and white are excluded from the definition of the color
spectrum because they do not have a specific wavelength, which means that white is the sum
of all the possible colors and black is the absence of all light.17 Placing these two values

15

Letha Wilson and Light Work, eds., Letha Wilson: Sight Specific: March 17 - July 18, 2015 ;
Kathleen O. Ellis Gallery at Light Work, Syracuse, NY, Contact Sheet, 181.2015 (Syracuse, NY: Light Work,
2015).
16
Arthur Schopenhauer and Philipp Otto Runge, On Vision and Colors ; Color Sphere (New York, NY:
Princeton Architectural Press, 2012), http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=3387422.
17

Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception.

13
together forces an A or B selection. This body of work engages with the idea of positive and
negative, black or white, which are also the essential elements of photography.
I deliberately choose the material and process in each work. The work Curve and
Reverse might look the same at first glance but they are based on two different processes.
One uses the positive paper as negative, and the other uses the traditional way of printing
negatives. In Paper Mountain, I utilized a dark backdrop to photograph white paper. The
final negatives have a special visual effect which makes the negatives look like the real
images (positive), so I scan the negatives and present them as the final work. For me,
embedding the idea of black and white, positive and negative into my work is a way to
challenge perception. The A or B selection is present not only in the work but also in the
experience of viewing it.

FIG 6; Installation of In Praise of Shadows

Over the past two years, I have found that photography has more potential and beauty
beneath its two-dimensional surface. The traditional way of seeing images, whether on
gallery walls or digital screens, does not speak to photography’s material characteristics. In
Praise of Shadows used a process-oriented photographic workflow to explore the possibilities
of the photography medium. Time, light-sensitive material, camera and lens—each basic

14
element of photography—has a dimension in it. Each work in In Praise of Shadows exhibits
varying characteristics that reveal the dimensionality of photography, turning photographic
prints into sculptural form, emphasizing the act of taking photographs, and revealing time
both in viewing the photograph and making it. A single photograph or image is neither the
only product of photography nor the only representation of photography.
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